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CHIEF KEMLY: Today is December 17th, 

2001. The time is 1540 hours. This is 

Battalion Chief Ronald Kemly of the Fire 

Department of the City of New York. I'm 

conducting an interview with John Ceriello 

of Squad 18 of the Fire Department of the 

City of New York. The interview is taking 

place in the quarters of Ladder 20 regarding 

the events of September 11th, 2001. 

Q. John, could you please tell me what 
happened to you on September 11th. 

A. I first saw on TV, I believe CNN, that 
the north tower was on fire. I was not aware of 
a plane hitting it at that point. Just looking 
like a high-rise fire, I decided that even though 
I was off duty that it would be a good idea for 
me to at least go into the firehouse and see if 
there was going to be any need of my assistance 
there. 

So thinking that it was just prior to 
9:00 there would be a ton of traffic, I jumped on 
my bicycle. I live in Carroll Gardens. I rode 
over the Brooklyn Bridge. When I was roughly in 


the middle of the span, there was a massive 
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explosion on the south tower. 

Again I didn't see a plane or anything, 
so I didn't know it was a plane that hit the 
tower. I think in my mind I just thought there 
was a massive explosion on one of the upper 
floors and now you had a real bad fire. 

Obviously I figured I would be needed. 

So I continued to Lafayette Street 
where Ladder 20 and Squad 18 are housed right now 
while our building is under construction. When I 
arrived, at the apparatus door was Howie Scott, 
another fireman from Squad 18, who was waiting 
for me. There were two fire marshals. I do not 
remember their names. They had a car fired up 
and waiting to take us down there. 

So I quickly grabbed my gear. I 
remember grabbing a bottle of water, jumped in 
the back of their car and off we went. I believe 
we shot down to Canal, over to West Street, and 
down West Street. 

En route you obviously could hear and I 
was informed that a small plane had hit the north 
tower and that a second plane had hit the south 


tower. At that point I think, knowing that it 
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was a Clear blue sky, we knew something was up. 
I can't say that I thought it was terrorists 
right off the bat, but you knew something was 
going on that shouldn't be going on. 

I didn't have my bunker gear on at that 
point, I remember, because I was just thinking of 
a high-rise fire, we're going to climb a lot of 
stairs, keep cool and try to save your energy in 
a sense. 

So we quickly went down West Street and 
asked where the command post was. The command 
post was set up in the parking entrance to the 
American Express building across the street from 
the north tower, just south of the north walkway. 

AS we approached the command post, I 
noticed Chief Ray Downey at the command post. 
Being the SOC chief, I then asked him, "Chief, 
what do you want to do?" He told me and Howie to 
hook up with the next SOC units that came in and 
go to work. 

So we donned all our equipment, and 
within seconds I believe 288 with Lieutenant 
Kerwin and Rescue 4 with Lieutenant Dowdell 


arrived at that command post. 
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We then all proceeded to go into the 
lobby of the American Express building, again 
right across the street from the north tower and 
just adjacent to the command post, and just did a 
little staging area. 

The reason I believe we went into the 
lobby is there was debris falling around 
everywhere and swirling. I think just as a 
second form of protection if -- I guess the 
possibility of maybe a third plane or something 
coming in, the officer thought that was a good 
idea. 

So we went into that lobby, and 
everybody was calm and cool. A couple guys I 
remember went to the bathroom and got some water. 
We just discussed the fact that we were going to 
go in through the south tower, try to go to the 
upper floors and help extinguish the fire or 
evacuate the people. 

At that point Lieutenant Kerwin wrote 
my name on his BF4 as well as Howie Scott's name. 
I informed him that we did not have masks, and he 
asked me to get masks and come back to the lobby. 


If they were not in the lobby of the American 
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Express building, then they would be in the lobby 
of the south tower to meet us there. 10-4. 

Howie and I left the American Express 
building and then proceeded to check rigs that 
were all in front of the north tower on West 
Street, moving north until we got to Vesey and 
West. 

We found Hazmat 1 there, and Tony -- I 
cannot pronounce -- it starts with a Cc. I think 
it's Castagna or something to that effect. He 
was a member of Hazmat 1. He was there. I asked 
him if they had masks. He said yes. 

At that point we donned half our 
cylinders. It was myself, Howie Scott, a 
firefighter from Ladder 8 and then a proby who 
originally was in 35 Truck who now I think is in 
hazmat, Phil Latimer. We donned half our 
cylinders. 

At that point Tony from Hazmat 1 
mentioned that he has our bottles and asked if we 
would like to switch over to our bottles, which 
we thought would be a good idea. So we took a 
minute and a half to two minutes to switch our 


cylinders. 
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We got all that, grabbed some tools and 
headed up West Street in the northbound lanes of 
West Street. We walked underneath the north 
walkway. When we got about 50 feet past that, 
Howie Scott looked up and said, "Oh, shit." I 
then looked up and saw the whole top of the 
building beginning to come down. 

Then at that point we all ran north. I 
got underneath the north walkway, got behind a 
blue van, and everything went to hell, went to 
darkness. 

Howie -- I didn't Know where he was. I 
tried to locate him quickly and could not find 
him. Then I donned my face piece, because you 
couldn't breathe. I began to walk north and fell 
over something. I don't Know what it was. I 
began to crawl, and what ended up happening was I 
crawled in a circle back towards the south tower, 
thinking I was heading north. 

When the dust settled, I saw Ray Downey 
standing on West Street. I believe at that point 
we were in between the north and the south tower. 
The south tower was down. You really couldn't 


tell it was completely down, but you could tell 
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most of it wasn't there. I again approached him 
and asked him what he wanted to do. He said at 

this point you've got to do what you can do. He 
was trying to get the command post to move north. 

Chief Feehan was with him and Chief 
Ganci. Chief Ganci -- actually Chief Feehan 
asked me to go with I believe it was Chief 
Fuentes, Al Fuentes. Is he is captain or a 
chief? I'm not sure. 

Q. I think he's a chief. 

A. Anyway, he asked us to do a primary 
search of the parking garage because everyone at 
the command post dove into the parking garage 
when the south tower came down. 

So we went in there. We did a quick 
primary. We went in through the building. You 
couldn't get down there through where the 
driveways were; you had to go in through the 
building. We got down there, did a quick 
primary, we came back out onto West Street. 

At that point Chief Ganci told us that 
we have a mayday of a fireman down at Liberty and 
West. Then Chief Feehan told me to take that 


proby, Phil Latimer, who I was with earlier but I 


J. CERIELLO 9 


had gotten separated from and was with again. He 
said to do that assignment. 

At that point we took off climbing over 
debris and whatnot on West Street. We passed a 
black woman with a broken leg with a firefighter 
on the sidewalk. We told them to stay put, that 
someone would come get them. We proceeded to 
Liberty and West, trying to ascertain from some 
of the firemen that were there if they had seen 
anybody or heard anyone. They said no. 

We started up onto the pile when we 
just heard a horrific rumbling coming, and we 
knew the north tower was coming down. I then 
proceeded to run under the south walkway and dove 
into an ambulance. Again the same thing 
happened. Everything went to nighttime. The 
dust cleared. I donned my face piece, climbed 
out and headed to the water. 

So basically that's who and what I 
remember. Some of the members that I saw from 
288 and Rescue 4 were Joey Hunter, Ronnie Gies, 
Bronco Pearsall and John Ielpi. We all just 
briefly talked. 


When we were in the American Express 


J. CERIELLO 10 


building, we did see some people jumping and 
whatnot. We knew we had a bad scene on our 
hands. 

For the most part that's who I remember 
seeing, in that particular order. After that, 
the rest of the day was spent in lousy attempts 
at trying to locate victims. That's basically 
all I can really say. It was just a lot of mass 
confusion. We just tried to do the best we 
could. 

I basically operated on West and 
Liberty until about 1:00 in the morning. I never 
really went much up Liberty, and I never really 
went much north on West Street. I stayed in that 
quadrant right by what was the Marriott Hotel, 
making entrances and then running out because the 
buildings were collapsing and going back in, all 
that stuff. 

That's basically the members I saw 
prior to the buildings coming down. 

Q. Okay. First if that's all you have, I 
have a couple quick questions. 

When you first reported in to the 


command post, you saw Chief Downey. Was anybody 
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else there, companies? 

A. Yes. There were a lot of firemen 
staged, standing there. I cannot say that I 
actually recognized anyone. 

Q. So you wouldn't know if Chief Downey or 
whoever was there was sending them any particular 
places? 

A. No, no. I never even looked at our 
coffee table and clipboard at the command post. 

Q. When you saw the apparatus, any 
apparatus numbers you can remember and where they 
were parked? 

A. Yeah, I remember Rescue 1, obviously, 
right under the north walkway, the high-rise unit 
3 from Engine 3, the high-rise unit. I remember 
rifling through that truck looking for tools and 
cylinders; a number of different engine 
companies, thinking the chauffeur's mask would be 
available. 

But I cannot say exactly which engine 
companies. I believe Ladder 3 was right there. 
I think 18 was right there. Ladder 18 was right 
there. That's about it. I know the information 


on the buildings said West Street, so I think a 
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lot of units came down that way. 

Q. When you say 288 and Rescue 4, they 
were basically at the staging area that you saw 
them? They weren't on any particular assignment 
in the building? 

A. No, when I asked Chief Downey what to 
do, he said hook up with the next SOC units. 
Within a short period of time, 30 seconds, maybe 
to a minute, they walked up across West Street. 
I did forget one thing. So they walked across 
West Street. Then we all, as a group, went into 
that American Express building to stage. 

What I do remember and I forgot to tell 
you is as we were checking the high-rise unit 
from Engine 3, I remember every maybe 30 seconds 
I would turn around and look towards the American 
Express building, trying to see if Rescue 4 and 
288 were leaving that building. 

At some time as I was making my way 
north on West Street, I did see them leave that 
lobby and do a single file and heading straight 
towards I would say it was the Marriott Hotel, 
heading towards the south tower. 


Where they entered the building to get 
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into the lobby, say, that I can't answer. I 
didn't see at that point where they went in. But 
I do remember them walking in a single file 
across West Street on a diagonal, heading right 
towards the south tower. 

Q. And that's who you were supposed to 
hook up with? 

A. Yes. 

Q. They were probably going to tower two? 

A. Yes, I would say definitely. They're 
finding those guys there now. Absolutely. 

Q. That's good. If you don't have 
anything else, that concludes the interview. 

A. I don't think so. Any information that 
I can think of now, that's it. 

Q. Okay. Thanks for your time. 


A. Thanks, Chief. 


